Religious Determinants of Academic Attainment in the Netherlands
ANNEBERT DIJKSTRA AND JULES L. PESCHAR In its function of incorporating new generations into our culture, schooling is linked closely with a worldview and philosophy of life. Associated with the transfer of culture, religious and moral values are tightly entwined with our beliefs regarding education. This connection between moral and religious considerations and views on the content and shape of an educational system underlies debates over issues such as the place and nature of moral and religious education within national curricula, the demand for religious socialization in schools, and the accommodation of demands by cultural and religious minorities, and can be seen as a substantial factor in shaping education systems.
For much of their history, the educational systems of western Europe could be characterized as systems of mono-integration, predominantly serving the interests of, and controlled by, one dominant group, the church.' With the development of the nation-state and rising industrialization in the nineteenth century, however, this religious predominance faced increasing challenges. The state, with an interest in political integration and social control, gradually strove to establish a national educational system under its authority. This battle between religious and secular elites resulted in roughly three types of educational systems.2 The first is characterized by complete state control over education. A second variation is a national system with uniform regulations in which the dominant religious group has a substantial operational role. A third category, of which the Netherlands is an example, contains several school sectors allowed to function within a set of uniform national restrictions. Among these broad categories, substantial differences evolved regarding the religious or neutral orientations of public schools and the establishment of private reli-gious education. Within this context, the religious heterogeneity of the population and the political power of the religious elite are critical factors in shaping educational systems. 3 In nations that are relatively homogeneous religiously, for instance, public schools generally include religious socialization, often accompanied by minor state provisions supporting private education. In countries where religious resistance to a neutral national education system was unsuccessful, opportunities for private education and governmental funding of private schools became key issues. Although different in size and in the conditions under which they operate, and dependent on the political power of the religious elite, systems of state-funded private religious schools developed alongside the nonreligious public sector in such nations. Among these countries, the Netherlands is in a unique position. With several religious groups balancing one another, as opposed to nations with one dominant church, a religious coalition provided the political power to create a diverse system of private religious schools, which soon outstripped public education. In terms of size, financial conditions, and regulation of private schools, the Dutch school system demonstrates religion's potential importance in the formation of education systems.4
Regarding the insights into the effects of religion on educational achievement, however, the Dutch case can also be considered as a specific one.
Besides the relationship between religious and moral values and the formation of national education systems, the link between religion and education as instrument of selection and transfer of knowledge is also an important topic.
Findings on higher academic outcomes for students at private religious schools have been reported for England, Israel, Scotland, the United States, and the Netherlands.5 Although sufficient explanations for this relationship are lacking, several variables, such as governance structure, value systems, and the competition for students among schools locally or regionally, have been examined.' The influence of religion and educa- H. Knippenberg explains regional differences in educationa tion during the last century by examining religious factors.8 Generally speaking, our knowledge about the relationship bet gion and academic achievement is modest, and remarkable enoug seems to be the case for the Netherlands. Despite an education marked by religious diversification and an ongoing debate about the shape of that system,9 questions regarding the effect of religious f academic achievement continue to receive only minor attention remarkable not only because religion was a substantial force in educational system as well as an important criterion for social st in the Dutch society, but also because recent research indicates th background is still linked to substantial differences in profiles o Against this framework, the Netherlands offers a fruitful c plore the potential effects of religion on the nonreligious schooling. Our expectation is that religious orientations and pr and of themselves influence both the socialization and academic achievement of children. In the empirical part of this article, we concentrate specifically on the connection between the first and last elements of this causal chain by directly investigating the extent to which students' educational outcomes are linked with the religious characteristics of their families of origin. Systematic differences between the educational opportunities of religious and nonreligious groups, as well as among diverse religious groups, will also be examined.
Historical and Theoretical Background Pillarization and Secularization in the Netherlands
The history of Dutch private religious schools is closely entwined with verzuiling, or "pillarization"-a process resulting in parallel, segregated Also, attendance at religious services was associated with lower dropout levels.24
Data concerning 7,000 American respondents from national surveys in the 1970s form the basis for an observation by C. W. Mueller of a weak but significant effect of religion on the number of years of schooling attained by both girls and boys, while controlling for background characteristics. While the strongest effect was found in the Jewish group, relatively favorable results also were reported for Protestants. No changes in time were found.25 C. Hirschman and L. M. Falcon analyzed the educational performance of religioethnic groups for the late 1970s and early 1980s using these same surveys. Although emphasizing the role played by socioeconomic factors in differences among these groups, independent effects of religious background on the number of years spent in education were also reported." Using survey data for the period betwe and 1990, W. Sanders reported effects of both religion and ethn educational attainment, as indicated by completed years of schooli controlling for family characteristics. Although there were indi of declining effects for men, the link between religion and educ attainment for women seems to persist.27
Although the religious diversity that existed in the Netherlan the turn of the century still largely determines the structure o education, knowledge about the impact of the religious factor on tional outcomes is limited. Research by M. Matthijssen and G. So in the 1950s showed a lower participation at the upper levels of se education among Catholics, which could largely be explained by t class differences between religious groups.28 In the 1960s, F. V found that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds with parents more often attained higher levels of secondary educat the Year by Year study, the educational careers of a group of who left elementary school in 1965 were followed longitudin effects of religious background on primary-education test score the transition to secondary education largely disappeared wh background was controlled.30 For students in the lower tracks of education, however, an interaction appeared with regard to th to which boys, as compared with girls, obtained a certificate. findings applied equally to differences between religious and non students, as well as among religious groups themselves.32 A mor Dutch analysis by R. J. Bosker and A. Dijkstra compared a nationa with data for students from an orthodox Protestant family back and found no significant differences in educational attainment o and females between both groups.33
To summarize, findings overall thus far indicate that the rela between religion and educational success is modest. potential relevance of this criticism. They found that, in addition to paren tal characteristics such as level of education and family income, religious background also has a significant and independent effect on parents' edu cational orientation.40 As a result, it seems fruitful to follow an approach in which the causal linkage from parental characteristics to socialization to scholastic achievement is extended to include the religious dimension of social positions. Based on theories of status-specific socialization, religiou background plausibly influences educational performance through th socialization process.
We here focus directly on the empirical relationship between the first and last elements of such a model of religious-specific socialization. We thus concentrate on the extent to which differences exist in the educa- 
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This content downloaded from 129. Analyses were conducted on 1,778 students in Dutch prima secondary education, with the data set based on a national sample of 200 private and public elementary schools. As part of a study o effectiveness, data had been collected on a variety of characterist these schools, as well as the performance of the students in grad 8 in 1986-87 and 1987-88, respectively.4'
As part of a study on the influence of religion on distribution p in education, additional information about these students was col in 1990 via a parental questionnaire. For the present analysis, s school careers during the first years after the transition to se education were mapped, and their socioeconomic, cultural, and re background characteristics were measured.42
Religion may refer to a variety of domains, including the belie ultimate reality, subscription to religious doctrines, or participat religious activities. Ch. Y. Glock, for example, distinguishes exper ritualistic, ideological, intellectual, and consequential dimensions gion.43 In order to represent religion's diverse dimensions, our a embody a wide operationalization of religious background. To t instruments recently tested as part of the study Secularization and larization in the Netherlands were included in our 1990 parent qu naire.44 Given that a Christian worldview is still dominant in the N lands, we restrict ourselves to the traditional Christian religion.4 constructs will thus refer to dimensions of the Christian worldview, c membership and participation, and the salience of religion.
Socioeconomic and cultural background characteristics are imp predictors of school success. To give an accurate estimate of re meaning in education, these background traits must be taken into In our analysis, parental educational level is a proxy for the f socioeconomic and cultural status. This measure is based on the so-"41 For a detailed description of this data set, see H. P. Brandsma, Basisschoolkenmer kwaliteit van het onderwijs (Groningen: Institute for Educational Research RION, 1993 is the level of education near the end of the first stage of secondary education, 3 years after the transition to secondary school (when the student is 14 or 15 years of age). The construction of the variable coincides with the structure of the Dutch educational system. Between the ages of 4 and 11, children attend primary schools, which consist of eight grades. They then move to one of the four types of secondary education. These main types, hierarchically ordered from lowest to highest, are junior vocational education (LBO, duration of 4 years), lower general secondary education (MAVO, 4 years), higher general secondary education (HAVO, 5 years), and preuniversity secondary education (VWO, 6 years). Transition to a higher track leads to the loss of 1 year (an LBO certificate gives right of entry to the fourth grade of MAVO, an HAVO certificate allows entry in the fifth grade of VWO, and so on). Based on the student's actual grade and level (type of school: LBO, MAVO, HAVO, VWO), the original variable is recoded into five categories so that the differences among the categories can be interpreted as the difference in the number of years required to reach the top of the Dutch educational system: entry to university.
Analysis Indicators of Religion
At issue is the relationship between religious background and educational attainment, and specifically the effects of diverse indicators of religion. We distinguish three indicators, or their combinations, of a traditional Christian view about the meaning of life.
An important dimension of religion is the interpretation of and belief in an ultimate reality, often associated with religious institutions that symbolize this supernal order. The extent to which one feels connected to such institutions is the first dimension distinguished. The construct of church membership and participation describes the extent to which one was brought up in and still belongs to a religious environment. This variable is based on seven questions concerning the church membership of respondents and their parents, as well as their participation in religious activities (such as fulfilling special tasks within the church, attending church services, or tuning in to religious radio and television programs). Based on these questions, we devised a classification ranging from "second generation of unchurched" to "core church member" (see NOTE.-n = 1,699.
The construct of Christian worldview, the second dimension, relate to the extent to which Christian belief shapes views about the existenc of an ultimate reality and the meaning of life, as well as the extent which a Christian meaning is attached to suffering and death and good and evil. This construct is based on nine items, such as "There is a God who occupies Himself with every human being personally," and "G takes care that good will finally overcome evil."48 Each of these ite received a score on a six-point scale, of which five categories (rank between "agree entirely" and "don't agree at all") were used in the constructed variable (see table 2).49 In the variable included in the analysis, t scores have been reduced to three classes. The reliability of the construct comparable to that in the original study.50
The third dimension concerns the extent to which religion influenc everyday attitudes and behavior, the construct "salience of religion." Th construct is based on items such as, "My Christian religion has mu influence on my daily life"'51 and is scored on a six-point scale, of wh 48 The remaining items were formulated as "There is a God who wants to be God for us "There is a God who revealed Himself in Jesus Christ," "There is a God who's Kingdom will com "To me, life is meaningful only because there exists a God," "One can bear a lot of pain duri illness, if one believes in God," "According to me, sorrow and suffering only have a meaning if y believe in God," and "All the good in the world finally comes from God." For details, see Felling Besides the question about the relations cational achievement, we are particularly to the diverse operationalizations of relig other indicators is computed. In order to cultural background characteristics, the are included in the analysis. To assess the ent dimensions, as well as the importanc background characteristics, tables 3A and analysis of covariance.54 In the lower par by each independent variable to the expla variable appears. At the top of each tab classification analysis are presented. Cont the model, for each category of independ score is given. This provides an impre strength of the effects of the religion va as the average score for each category, af model's other factors.
The analysis was executed in several steps, beginning with the computation of the mean educational outcome (3.39) for the entire group. Then in 52 The category "never thought about" has been interpreted as a missing score. For a more detailed description of the construction of this variable, see ibid.
5' Cronbach's alpha = .88 and .89, respectively, for our and the original construct in the sample of 
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February 1996 This content downloaded from 129.125.148.19 on Fri, 11 Jan 2019 14:49:55 UTC All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms the unadjusted baseline model for all variables, the deviation from mean is given for each category. This shows whether education ances differ for the subgroups without, however, calculating th of other variables. The variable church membership and partic particular shows some differences. Relatively low outcomes ar the unchurched of the first and second generation, with the m tional level for the latter being 3.12 (3.39 -0.27 ). For the catego and core church members, however, the respective outcomes are and above (0.10) the overall mean score. Thus, the somewhat lo ments for the first and second generation unchurched seem to by a somewhat higher educational level for the modal and c members. The highest average scores, however, are realized in of former church members (3.39 + 0.17 = 3.56).
The differences are smaller for the dimensions of salience and adhering to the Christian worldview. With regard to the level of the parents, considerable differences are also found b average educational position of students in the lowest and high ries of parents' education.
Next, the differences between the educational outcomes are while simultaneously accounting for the effects caused by othe In table 3A, possible bias of the parents' educational level is ce table 3B focuses on possible connections between the different of religion. In the final model all variables are included.
In order to check the extent to which the influence of contaminated by an effect of parental educational background religion constructs are estimated together with the parents' lev tion in Models I-III. The first model combines the variables church membership and participation and parents' education, Model II consists of salience of religion and parents' education, while Model III includes Christian worldview and parents' education. There does not seem to be a bias introduced by parents' education since only minor differences appear after the introduction of this variable with respect to the earlier unadjusted effects for the religion variables. The betas also show a stable picture. Some change seems to appear only for salience of religion as the result of parents' education.
To examine whether the effects of religion change when other dimensions of the religious factor are taken into account, Model IV consists of the variables church membership and participation and salience of religion. Although a slight change appears compared to the unadjusted differences, the effects remain generally constant. Regarding educational outcomes, this leads to the conclusion that the variables church membership and participation and salience of religion refer to diverse domains of the religious factor in education.
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This content downloaded from 129.125.148.19 on Fri, 11 Jan 2019 14:49:55 UTC All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms Tables 3A and 3B underline the hypothesis of a relationship between religion and school success. The average educational outcome of student from families in the first and second generation of unchurched is one to two-quarters of a standard deviation lower than that of students from families of modal and core church members. This can be seen in Model VII, which contains all indicators of religion together with the parental educational background. The variable Christian worldview shows a similar effect. Differences in the mean level of educational achievement between the extreme categories of this variable come to about half a year (-.27 and +.22) of learning gain. The strength of both effects runs in the same direction (betas .15 and .18, respectively) as that established for the influence of social background, indicated by the educational level of the parents. Considering the finding that the less salient the character of religion the higher the mean educational attainment score, a less consistent pattern emerges regarding the third indicator of religious background. Compared with the constructs worldview and religious involvement, however, salience of religion seems to be a minor dimension (beta .08 and Fvalue not significant) of the religious factor.
Sector of the School
What has been left out so far is the fact that religion is not only a characteristic of individual students but also a structural factor in Dutch education. Although the relevance of this religious element has declined considerably,55 religious diversity remains an important and structuring characteristic of the Dutch schools. Different academic outcomes for students attending schools belonging to different religious sectors show that this structural aspect of religion also seems to affect the distribution of educational opportunities.56 Although we will not deal here with the relationship between academic attainment and the religious sector of the school as such,57 the possible interference of sector effects must be accounted for to obtain a reliable estimate of the influence of the student's religious background. For that reason, an analysis was conducted estimating the effects of a religious family background together with the effects of the denomination of the school.
Considering the use of nested data with variables at both the in and school levels, we used a multilevel model.58 In the first step analysis, the attained level of education of student i 3 years a transition to secondary school is modeled as a function of the achievement in schoolj and the students' socioeconomic backgroun cated by parental education. In addition to the variables used in th analysis of covariance, two indications for the effect of prior ach on the level of education were added: the scores on standardized mathematics and language tests taken in the last grade of primary school. In Model II the effect of Christian worldview was tested, this being one of the indications of religion showing the strongest effects. Using dummy variables, the effect of both a medium and high Christian worldview was contrasted with the lowest adherence to traditional Christian doctrines.
In Model III the main effects of the sector of the school are shown by means of two dummy variables, which offer an estimate of the effect of Catholic and Protestant schools, respectively, with public schools as a contrast group. Considering that much of the variance in student attainment during elementary school already is accounted for by the prior achievement variables for language and mathematics, the control for possible effects of the sector of the school is focused on the denomination of secondary education. The results of this multilevel analysis are shown in table 4. The starting point is the zero model. From the table's bottom block it appears that the greater part by far of the total variation in educational positions is between students within schools. In Model I students' level of education is predicted on the basis of the parents' level of education and students' test scores for language and mathematics. In Model II the effect of a Christian worldview is added to the analysis. We are actually dealing with two tests, in which the effects of a moderate and of a high adherence to a Christian worldview are compared with little or no support to the traditional Christian belief system. As the table shows, only for a strong adherence to a Christian worldview is a significant effect on educational outcomes found, while the difference between the lowest and moderate categories is not significant. Following our argument, this somewhat reduced effect of Christian worldview compared to the results of the previous analysis might be caused by an influence of religion on prior achievement, here reflected in the language and mathematics test scores.
Finally, Model III considers the effect of the sector of the school. The theoretical insights about links between religion and educational opportunities are limited. For a cogent theoretical framework to emerge, knowledge of the factors affecting learning and schooling is a useful starting point. To explore the extent to which religious doctrines and religious-directed attitudes and behavior might enhance or constrain educational conditions, a causal model must be developed. Such a model would specify the mechanisms by which religious characteristics might influence educational outcomes.
The Dutch case shows the importance of a model that not only allow for the influence of religion at the individual level, but also acknowledge effects at the school level. Although our analysis does not indicate a stron effect by the religious sector of the school, other studies point to differen academic results for schools with different denominational backgrounds At the same time, however, the results of our multilevel analysis demand further inquiry into the relationship between students' religious background and the sector of the school.
Besides suggesting an urgent need for further theoretical work, our findings also indicate the potential usefulness of a more extended empiri cal reconstruction of the meaning of the religious factor for educationa opportunities. Both further analysis of relevant characteristics of religiou background and investigation of religion's effects in specific school and family settings are important. Our results particularly suggest that furth research is required on the interactions among the different dimension of religious background. Also needing attention are the effects of possibl interactions between religion and other background variables, such socioeconomic status and cultural orientation, and the interactions b tween students' religious background and the denomination of the school Comparative Education Review 65
